5
Y P ‘.,,/{’,_ S 4 S N Y. 3 D
red O AT . A W ki ot Lt 2
: j.,/’/' i .;/{/ﬁ e A, e e /‘/.;: . //,g_‘.-.w'/»" ://,_/{'_?‘5,'/; . /lg,,f.‘;”ff" - Wg.ze.u/
e Pl I LAY ¥ 1 Y N P P £ AP - e it By e T

THE BLACK DEATH

The Black Death was the most terrifying natural calamity
of the Middle Ages. This contemporary description of
the great plague in Florence is taken from the preface to
the Decameron by the fourteenth-century ltalian writer
Giovanni Boccaccio.

Giovanni Boccaccio, Decameron

In the year of Our Lord 1348 the deadly plague broke out
in the great city of Florence, most beautiful of Ttalian cities.
Whether through the operation of the heavenly bodies or
because of our own iniquities which the fust wrath of God
sought to correct, the plague had arisen in the East some
years before, causing the death of countless human beings.
It spread without stop from one place to another, until,
unfortunately, it swept over the West. Neither knowledge
nor human foresight availed against it, though the city was
cleansed of much filth by chosen officers in charge and
sick persons were forbidden to enter it, while advice was
broadcast for the preservation of health. Nor did humble
supplications serve. Not once but many times they were
ordained in the form of processions and other ways for the
propitiation of God by the faithful, but, in spite of every-
thing, toward the spring of the year the plague began to
show its ravages.. ..

It did not manifest itself as in the East, where if a man
bled at the nose he had certain warning of inevitable
death. At the onset of the disease both men and women
were afflicted by a sort of swelling in the groin or under
the armpits which sometimes attained the size of a com-
mon apple or egg. Some of these swellings were larger and
some smaller, and were commonly called boils. From these
two starting points the boils began in a little while to
spread and appear generally all over the body. Afterwards,
the manifestation of the disease changed into black or livid
spots on the arms, thighs, and the whole person. In many
these blotches were large and far apart, in others small and
closely clustered. Like the boils, which had been and con-
tinued 1o be a certain indication of coming death, these
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blotches had the same meaning for everyone on whom
they appeared.

Neither the advice of physicians nor the virtue of any
medicine seemed to help or avail in the cure of these dis-
eases. Indeed, ... not only did few recover, but on the can
trary almost everyone died within three days of the
appearance of the signs—some sooner, some later....

The virulence of the plague was all the greater in that :
it was commmunicated by the sick to the well by contact,
not unlike fire when dry or fatty things are brought near it
But the evil was still worse. Not only did conversation and:
familiarity with the diseased spread the malady and even
cause death, but the mere touch of the clothes or any
other object the sick had touched or used, seemed to
spread the pestilence. . ..

More wretched still were the circumstances of the com- !
mon people and, for a great part, of the middle class, for,
confined to their homes either by hope of safety or by pov-
erty, and restricted to their own sections, they fell sick daily -
by thousands. There, devoid of help or care, they died
almost without redemption. A great many breathed their last
in the public streets, day and night; a large number perished:
in their homes, and it was only by the stench of their decay-
ing bodies that they proclaimed their death to their neigh-
bors. Everywhere the city was teeming with corpses.. ..

So many bodies were brought to the churches every
day that the consecrated ground did not suffice to hold
them, particularly according to the ancient castorn of giv-
ing each corpse its individual place. Huge trenches were
dug in the ¢crowded churchyards and the new dead were
piled in them, layer upon layer, like merchandise in the
hold of a ship. A little earth covered the corpses of each
row, and the procedure continued until the trench was
filled to the top.

Q According to Boccaccio, what was the cause of the :
plague, and what impact did it have on Florence and its
inhabitants?

crowded cities, whether large, such as Florence, Genoa,
and Venice, with populations near 100,000, or small, such
as Orvieto and Pistoia, suffered losses of 50 to 60 percent
(see the box above). France and England were also paz-
ticularly devastated. In northern France, farming villages
suffered mortality rates of 30 percent, while cities such as
Rouen were more severely affected and experienced losses
as high as 40 percent. In England and Germany, entire
villages simply disappeared. In Germany, of approx-
imately 170,000 inhabited locations, only 130,000 were
Teft by the end of the fourteenth century.

It has been estimated that the European population
dectined by 25 to 50 percent between 1347 and 1351. If we
accept the recent scholarly assessment of a European
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population of 75 million in the early fourteenth century,
this means a death toll of 19 to 38 million people in four
years. And the plague did not end in 1351. There were
major outbreaks again in 1361-1362 and 1369 and then
recurrences every five or six to ten or twelve years, de-
pending on climatic and ecological conditions, until the
end of the fifteenth century. The European population thus
did not begin to recover until around 1500 and took several
generations after that to reattain thirteenth-century levels.
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Lig 2 ARt i Natural dis-
asters of the magnitude of the great plague produce ex-
treme psychological reactions. Knowing they could be
dead in a matter of days, people began living for the
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